Sex selection by sperm sorting seems ethically acceptable for social reasons. Sex selection after preimplantation embryo sexing results in the use of non-trivial means (discard healthy embryos) to fulfill a trivial desire. In this case, proportionality between means and ends is missing, and cultural reasons should not be accepted to justify its use.
Sex selection by sperm sorting seems ethically acceptable for social reasons. Sex selection after preimplantation embryo sexing results in the use of non-trivial means (discard healthy embryos) to fulfill a trivial desire. In this case, proportionality between means and ends is missing, and cultural reasons should not be accepted to justify its use.
KEY WORDS: Embryo selection; family balancing; sperm sorting.
Sex selection has been a constant in the history of mankind. Sometime during evolution, and after playing a phony role probably based on physical power, males imposed the idea that they were the stronger sex, and thus better fit to care for the family or the tribe.
In this way, as can still be seen in primitive societies, sex discrimination was established. Males take on their shoulders the heavy duty of providing prey, often a meager and pitiful booty. Meanwhile, women are expected to do the real work (keep the house, tend to children and animals, plow the soil, fetch water, ground flour, etc.).
Obviously, this accepted superior role of the male has led rural societies to prefer boys to girls so as to maitain their status and properties and to watch that women take proper care of the young and the elder. Since to have children of a given sex has proved quite difficult, human groups have resorted to the easiest method, i.e., infanticide.
When sheer infanticide was tainted with guilt, it was replaced by what initially was a mock spiritual excuse that with time became a religious ritual: Girls were abandoned in icy wastelands or damp forests to be sheltered by benevolent spirits. More recently, and with improving technology, infanticide was replaced by selective abortion after sexing of the fetus by ecography. This practice, however, was forbidden in India a few years ago (1).
In 1990, Handyside et al. (2) described a method to sex preimplantation embryos using the polymerase chain reaction. This technique, now replaced by the use of sex-chromosome-specific fluorescent probes (FISH), was developed to prevent the birth of children affected by sex-linked diseases. The use of preimplantation diagnostic (PGD) methods for social sexing was forbidden in most countries.
Finally, in 1993, Johnson et al. (3) demonstrated that spermatozoa could be successfully flow-sorted based on their sex-chromosme content. The possibility of sex selection by fancy (4) (or, using more modern nomenclature, by social reasons) was welcomed by the scientific community (5) . Recently, this possibility has even been accepted for family balancing by the Ethical Committee of the American Society of Reproductive Medicine (6) .
Thus, gender selection using proportional means was not only considered ethically acceptable, but in some cases socially desirable, even if it was still illegal in most countries.
If the sperm-sorting method had been 100% reliable, the problem would have been solved once and for all. Unfortunately, it is not (7). The usual proportions of ≈60% Y-bearing sperm and ≈90% X-bearing spermatozoa in sorted samples are too low to ensure the birth of a child of the preferred sex.
Recently, gender selection has been performed by sexing preimplantation embryos. The ESHRE PGD Consortium Steering Committee (8) has reported its practice in three anonymous centers. The practice, and even the very fact to report its results, has been harshly criticized (9) .
The procedure, euphemistically called preimplantation social sexing, has been considered acceptable by some (1), taking into account the cultural context of the countries in which some of these centers carry out gender selection. However, it should be kept in mind that these countries are among those responsible for the disappearance of 100 million women (10) .
Taking into consideration the sociohistorical situation described above, analyzed from the point of view of nonconfessional ethical standards, based on nothing else but human rights, it is possible to come to the following conclusions:
1. Gender selection intended to maintain and promote gender discrimination is unacceptable, independent of culture, religion, politics, or social demand. 2. Gender selection for family balancing could be acceptable if healthy embryos (i.e., screened for sex as well as for aneuploidies) of the unwanted sex were donated for reproduction to other couples; the center involved kept a balanced sex ratio and the patients paid for the procedure. These conditions coincide with those advanced in a personal capacity by an anonymous scientist to the ESHRE PGD Consortium Steering Committee (8). 3. The methods used in gender selection should be proportional to the finality pursued. Thus, in our opinion, it is proportional and ethically acceptable to use surplus embryos or even to create embryos with the purpose of obtaining stem cells, or to carry out other research procedures which may be beneficial to mankind (11, 12) .
On the other hand, to pursue trivial ends, only trivial means should be allowed. To choose the sex of one's children is a trivial desire. And to sort sperm by sex chromosome is a trivial (although technically complex) mean, because all it does is to separate two different sperm populations. For this reason, sorting, when it becomes reliable, will be a fully acceptable sex-selection method.
But embryo selection is not trivial, even considering that from a biological point of view, a preimplantation embryo is not a person (none of its cells have yet become determined to produce the body of the embryo), and at least in Spain the Constitutional Court has ruled that a preimplantation embryo is not yet a living entity (". . . life begins with gestation . . . ," STC 212/96).
The use of nontrivial means to obtain a frivolous end cannot be accepted. The slippery slope argument is usually false, in the sense that in most cases it is possible to decide when to stop sliding at will. But to allow gender selection by embryo sexing could open the door to request other frivolous characteristics, genetically detectable but humanly irrelevant, using embryo selection.
And to destroy potential life, even at a time when it is neither biologically nor legally a human life to fulfill a frivolous desire threatens the most elementary ethical principles, and should not be allowed.
